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Abstract 
Sustainable communication contains creating and maintaining human interaction with natural and social environments. Main 
objective of this research is to explore a successful technology-based sustainable communication process in creating stakeholder 
voluntarism. Since sustainable communication is a relatively new issue on which there is still more to explore, a qualitative 
methodology is carried out using a case study research design focusing on the e-TR award winning “SeferiKart Project” of the 
Municipality of Seferihisar. Presenting case studies like SeferiKart will enable the understanding of the phenomenon of 
sustainable communication and will lead to providing more insight for future academic and managerial research.  
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier B.V. 
Peer-review under responsibility of Academic World Research and Education Center. 
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1. Introduction 
Sustainability as a current concept is being undertaken in many disciplines, academic research and being related 
with other communal issues. The concept includes the relationships between economic development, environmental 
quality, and social equity. (Rogers et. al., 2008). Hence, it is possible to state that the concept of sustainability 
includes three main dimensions of economy, environment and community. 
According to Robert Gilman (1990), sustainability has to give equal importance to the decisions for the future and 
the present. It constitutes the aggregation of main concepts such as: whole-systems thinking, human and bio-centric 
focus, learning and innovation, leadership and partnership. Synchronizing economic, environmental systems with 
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social and cultural communal systems lies at the basis of sustainability. Sustainability includes the systematic usage 
of environmental resources for the benefit of the whole community and the rational and fair distribution of economic 
resources to the public. As it is seen in the definitions, sustainability involves the equal and fair distribution of all 
environmental, economic and social resources in order to provide maximum benefit for the community. 
Sustainability definitions refer to many concepts: limited resources, decreasing contamination, recycle, population 
control, preserving bio variety, change, limiting consumerism, preserving soil, applying democracy, 
intergenerational equity, fundamental human needs (NCEDR, 1998 as cited in Palabiyik, 2005). These issues 
constitute the fundamentals of sustainability and they are important in securing the community as a whole. Though 
first sustainable development has taken attention to sustainability, today the term sustainability is being used with 
many concepts such as: sustainable marketing, sustainable tourism, sustainable management, sustainable 
consumption, sustainable living and sustainable supplement, giving a meaning to take precautions and build 
strategies in order to enable the sustainability of these actions (Barutcu and Tomas, 2013). Hereby, it is possible to 
state that also “sustainable communication” has a place in literature, meaning: communication practices, which are 
planned and applied in order to increase the welfare of society. 
2. Management of Stakeholder Relations in Sustainable Communication  
Sustainable communication can be defined as a process of mutual understanding of the normative concept of 
sustainability as well as the individual and societal possibilities of taking action (Michelsen and Barth, 2013 cited by 
McGregor, 2013). Another definition characterizes sustainable communication as working towards a world where 
mankind can preserve rather than dominate nature (McDonagh, 1998). According to this, sustainable communication 
emphasizes a strong bond between environment, community and economy and necessitates political and economic 
changes and arrangements (Kilbourne, 2004). Sustainable communication indicates a change in social politics, 
which is related with all of the society and aims at increasing the welfare of community in all fields.  
Sustainable communication includes communal and environmental development and economic integration, which 
aims at connecting all society. When development is interpreted as a process in which everyone in a society must be 
able to participate, then the aspect of communication is fundamental. Along with promoting sustainability to poor 
people, communication’s support in development also includes enabling poor people to participate and engage in the 
development process (Warnock et al, 2007). It is necessary to embrace a human centric management approach to 
enable the sustainability of communication and execute communal development. Strategy building for sustainable 
communication is a complex task that put people right at the center of attention. In order to define a society’s 
economic, social and ecological goals, analyses, strategies, competences, investments and actions have to be 
planned. In this process, the cooperation between government, civil society groups and the private sector has a 
strategic role (Willner, 2006). Main goal of sustainable communication is enabling the participation of all society 
and integrating political, civil and private actors in solving communal problems. This main goal necessitates the 
participation and integration of all stakeholders including private and public sectors, politicians and all target publics 
in decision-making processes. This process includes the integration of community and takes attention to the social 
responsibility approach of sustainable communication. Opinions on the benefits of corporate social responsibility are 
based on social stakeholder theory, which suggests that the corporation should integrate the demands of the 
shareholders, employees, customers and all social stakeholder groups (Gorpe, 2007). Sustainable communication is 
closely related with the consistent application of social projects. Social projects are purposive attempts to inform and 
influence behaviors of large audiences using a set of communication activities to produce non-commercial benefits 
to individuals and society (Atkin and Rice, 2013). The implementation of social projects as a public relations activity 
is only possible with the support of stakeholders.  
Stakeholders of public relations campaigns, including social responsibility campaigns can be divided into two: 
primary and secondary stakeholders. Primary stakeholders include: company owners, consumers, employees and 
suppliers. Secondary stakeholders include: media, consumer lobbies, courts, government, competitors and society 
(Sabuncuoglu, 2004). Communicating stakeholder increases stakeholder voluntarism while implementing social 
projects. Ledingham (2009) suggest that for an effective and supportive relationship, the process should be seen as a 
win-win situation bringing mutual benefit between to the organization and its’ publics. Seeing stakeholders as active 
members of the decision making process have an important role in building and sustaining stakeholder voluntarism.  
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For transforming the social structure in order to receive communal benefit with social responsibility projects, it is 
necessary to manage the system with a two-way communication system by utilizing new technologies. Using 
different technologies has a role of moderating the impact of communication activities on the sustainability of all 
social structures (Butler, 2001). Therefore, it is possible to state that new technologies have an important role in 
contributing to sustainable communication activities. In this research, SeferiKart Project is evaluated as a successful 
technology-based sustainable communication campaign. 
3. Management of Stakeholder Relations in Sustainable Communication  
Seferihisar is a touristic town of Izmir located at the west coast of Turkey. It is the first cittàslow (slow city) of 
Turkey.  SeferiKart is a project effectuated by the municipality of Seferihisar. The project won the first place as a 
technology-based project in 12th e-Turkey (e-TR) awards. SeferiKart Project is based on enabling the locals of the 
town to use municipal services and purchase their needs in a safe and easy way. The project includes cardholders to 
shop from the contracted stores including bookstores, butchers, markets and textile stores with the credit loaded to 
their cards.  Cardholders constitute locals who are in poverty and all students of the town who are studying from 5th 
to 11th grades. A certain amount of credit is being loaded to the cardholders’ cards every month. The system enables 
to find locals who are in poverty without offending them by keeping their names confidential. Thereby, technology 
enables to realize this social solidarity campaign and the sustainability of communication between the local 
government and locals. 
All financial aid provided to the locals are funded by the municipality. While cardholders may shop from the 
contracted stores, storeowners may receive their money from the municipality by presenting the card receipts. Along 
with this, some kiosks have been located in various parts of the town, for cardholders to be able to check their credits 
and use some municipality services. 
4. Methodology  
SeferiKart is an award winning technology-based project, which provides an example for the importance of 
sustainable communication in creating communal benefit. Many cities in the world provide “city cards” or “smart 
cards” especially to tourists using technology-based services. SeferiKart is technically similar to these projects, 
however it differentiates with its’ aim of enabling to cover expenses of the cardholders. This particular aim and 
social dimension of the project, the technology-based project award it received from e-TR awards and the project’s 
focus on sustainable communication are the reasons for choosing SeferiKart as the case of this research.  
The study has been planned as a qualitative research using case study analysis design. Both primary and 
secondary data has been used in the analysis: Primary data has been gathered by semi-structured interviews and 
observation notes. Secondary data has been gathered by investigating project folders, media content and project data. 
Purposeful sampling has been used in deciding the interviewees. Semi-structured interviews of 25-50 minutes were 
carried out with two employees of the municipality who are in the management team of the project and four 
storeowners from different sectors who participate in the project. In respect to the decision of the municipality of 
keeping the names of the cardholders confidential, no personal information has been gathered about them. However, 
while interviewing the storeowners, some cardholders and students have been encountered and their dialogs and 
purchase process have been observed. While collecting data, literature on sustainable communication has been 
systematically followed and main approach, model and criteria about sustainable communication were evaluated. 
Data gathered by primary and secondary sources were content analyzed. Themes emerged with the content analysis 
have been evaluated using the existing literature and approaches.  
5. Findings 
SeferiKart Project includes three main groups of stakeholders: municipality employees and project management, 
local storeowners and cardholders. Maintaining sustainable communication among stakeholder groups is set forward 
as one of the most important goals of the project. Stakeholders’ perceptions of the project have a critical role in order 
to build this relation between stakeholders. The analysis of the project resulted with two main themes and subthemes 
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explaining stakeholder perceptions. Positive perceptions and participation motivations - (1) Social cooperation, (2) 
Creating economic mobility, (3) Developing sustainable relations, (4) Technological infrastructure for local services. 
Negative perceptions and barriers - (5) Fair economic circulation, (6) exploitation perception. It is possible to state 
that positive perceptions and participation motivations are more prominent due to the continuity of the project and 
the strong relational bonds. 
5.1. Social cooperation 
There are two groups of cardholders in the project: families in poverty and students. Families in poverty are 
locals who have a lower level of income and do not have any property. Being able to decrease the problems of poor 
locals in satisfying their needs and enabling equal distribution of resources and economic welfare in the town are the 
primary goals of the municipality and storeowners. The second group of cardholders includes all students who are 
studying from 5th to 11th grades. The aim of giving them the card is helping them to buy school supplies. 
At first sight, it may seem like storeowners have a passive role in the project, however the fact that some 
storeowners are making more discounts to cardholders and helping them voluntarily displays their role in the 
sustainability of the project. Storeowners indicate that they take their personal responsibilities in helping families in 
poverty. Storeowners provide some support to cardholders by not taking extra fee when the cost exceeds the card 
limit and by letting them shop before the loading of their credit and let them pay after the loading. Similarly, 
storeowners give support also to student cardholders in their purchases. 
5.2. Creating economic mobility 
The project contributes to the local economy by loading credit to around 5000 cardholders. Cardholders having 
the freedom to shop and storeowners selling to them are the prominent participation motivations. Some interviewees 
have emphasized their happiness about cardholders’ ability to reach some products and services that they could not 
have in the past. A storeowner who sells coal cited that, in the beginning cardholders were more shy and 
embarrassed of using their cards but after a while they gained more self-esteem. Storeowners also cited that after 
shopping with SeferiKart, cardholders come back for shopping with their own money or they bring other customers 
with them. Hence, this system also contributes to their sails. 
In the case of students, SeferiKart enables them to reach more products, increase their consumption power and 
economic awareness. A bookstore owner describes the project as well thought and successful: “It is a first and I find 
it extremely useful. Students keep the card as pocket money and do not use it when they come with their parents but 
they use it when they come alone. There are students who come to buy something that they really want but could not 
have bought in the past… Or there are students who bring their parents and buy their needs. I think it also has an 
important effect on teaching children how to handle money.” It is possible to state that SeferiKart is useful for 
creating consciousness about managing a child’s own economy in by teaching students how to spend their money 
elaborately and making savings in order to have more credit for the following months and consuming something that 
they really want. 
5.3. Developing sustainable relations 
Along with economic contributions, the project has also made important contributions to the town in developing 
social relations and the sense of belonging. It is an important output of the project that both municipality and 
storeowners are trying to help families in poverty and students. An interviewee has cited that the project is very 
interesting and successful in building the sense of belonging to the town and added that also visual designs of the 
project has a lot to add to these contributions. Storeowners also cited that they became more sensitive at recognizing 
people who are in need of economic support and when they see them they report their names to the municipality so 
that they can be provided with SeferiKart. 
Interviewees cited that their awareness about cardholders’ lives and problems are raised, they started helping 
them in finding solutions for their problems and having more dialogue and bonds with them. Both storeowners and 
project managers agree that these dialogues help to increase the sense of belonging to the town. 
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5.4. Technologic infrastructure for local services 
The technologic infrastructure of the project has become widespread in the town by the distribution of post 
machines to the stores. There are also kiosks located in the town to be used by cardholders to check their credits and 
use some municipality services. The municipality plans that the usage of kiosks will be open to all locals and tourists 
in the following stages of the project. Information gathered in this research shows that few technical problems occur 
in the process and the municipality is solving them in a fast way. 
5.5. Fair economic circulation exploitation perception. 
Although some storeowners participated in the project in the beginning, after a while they decided to get out. 
The strongest motivation for this was economic problems and worries of not retrieving their money back on time 
from the municipality. Storeowners keep the receipts of purchases made with SeferiKart and give these receipts to 
the municipality in order to get their money in the defined periods. Some storeowners have trouble in this process 
because they are rather small business owners who cannot balance their economic situation in between the payment 
periods. The interviewee who owns a coal store summarizes this fact as follows: “At the end, the municipality 
always pays our money. However, the storeowners should have the economic power of resisting that waiting period. 
Not every storeowner can do this in Seferihisar. They think that they get their payment with delay, however this is a 
formal procedure and it is normal that it takes some time. It is hard for many storeowners here to wait for receiving 
5000-10000 Turkish liras, they cannot tolerate this process”. This statement of one storeowner summarizes why 
some of the storeowners had to leave the project or constrained the usage of SeferiKart. In long term, this situation 
may create a problem that only storeowners with a stronger economic power will remain in the project and an 
economic dissociation may occur between them. 
5.6. Exploitation perception 
There are some worries about the project that there are problems in determining the real locals in poverty and 
about the existence of people exploiting the project. Along with municipality’s formal audit, storeowners are 
controlling this negative situation in an unofficial way. Observing the cardholders is the primary control in 
determining the locals who are really in need of this help. Project team of the municipality including the mayor 
organizes meetings with the storeowners to discuss this situation. Some worries of exploitation resulted with some 
storeowners quitting the project. For example, the interviewee who owns a coal store saw a cardholder who comes to 
his shop with his own car and he warned the municipality about this situation. The storeowner describes his opinions 
about this situation as follows: “I have been in this project since its beginning. Storeowners have a very important 
role in the audit of this project because we warn the municipality about cardholders in order to define the real people 
who need the card and cancelling the membership of people who do not need this. Thereby, the money returns to the 
real people in need.” Another interviewee who owns a market cited his opinions about the exploitation of the project 
as follows: “Every project is good but when it really serves its’ goals and not being exploited. There is no project 
without any exploitation, the important thing is to notice and prevent this. Now, the municipality improved the 
project.” 
6. Conclusion 
Sustainability includes usage and distribution of social, environmental and economic resources in an effective, 
fair and equal way in order to solve the common problems of the community. Sustainability is being related with 
many concepts and communication is one of them. Currently, just like many companies in public and private 
sectors, also municipalities aim to build sustainable communication with their target audiences. Therefore, social 
responsibility campaigns as one of the fundamental elements of sustainable communication is becoming extremely 
important in this process. Social responsibility campaigns increase the two-way communication between local 
authorities and publics and contribute to effective stakeholder relations. 
Using new technologies has an important role in gaining participation, receiving feedback and raising the 
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success of local social responsibility campaigns. SeferiKart project is a successful technology-based sustainable 
communication project, which enables finding locals who are in poverty confidentially in order to contribute to their 
purchase power. 
Though there are some barriers, the project became successful in reaching its’ goals: It gained the appropriation 
of the community, contributed to raising the sense of belonging to the town and built strong bonds between the local 
government and publics. Feedback from the locals about the communal problems is seen as an important aspect that 
can improve the success of the project in the future. Also, creating more funds for the project will be critical in 
developing this system. A storeowner cited that: “When there are more funds, this project will gradually develop. 
For this, we need the support of the elected heads of the villages and neighborhoods”. As a result, in maintaining the 
sustainability of this project and creating a permanent effect of the value gained by this communication process, it is 
necessary to reach more stakeholders and manage these relationships. 
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1 “Kart” is the Turkish word for “card”. 
